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This interview with Eva Woods Peiró, a scholar specializing in 
Hispanic Studies, mainly addresses the issues present in her 
book White Gypsies: Race and Stardom in Spanish Musicals. 
The book studies some of the most important female stars 
of Spanish ‘folkloric’ musical cinema from the 1920s to the 
1940s, using a transversal perspective that deals with themes 
of stardom, gender and, above all, race. Woods Peiró analyzes 
folklórica stars like Raquel Meller and Imperio Argentina, white 
female stars who gained huge popularity performing female 
Roma characters on screen. Studying these ‘white gypsies’ 
allows Woods Peiró to approach issues rarely addressed 
in the historiography of Spanish cinema: from the filmic 
representation of race and gender to the idea of stardom as 
a narrative of social ascent. The author concludes that these 
figures, while favoring a national discourse of non-problematic 
racial assimilation, also contained within them a transgressive 
component by the fact that they portrayed mestizo characters 
in extremely popular films. 
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Eva Woods Peiró is an Hispanist from Valencian descent based 
in New York whose interest in popular Spanish folklóricas such 
as Raquel Meller, Imperio Argentina or Concha Piquer focuses 
in the way in which these stars channeled the racial identity of 
the female and male spectators of the Spanish cinema between 
the decade of the twenties and the fifties. 
In her extensive academic production1, therefore, predominates 
the study of such popular stars as Juanita Reina, Carmen Sevilla 
or the aforementioned Imperio Argentina; white female stars 
who achieved their greatest successes performing ‘Gypsy’ 
characters in their films or, in Woods Peiró own words, 
performing ‘in Gypsy face’. The analysis of the influence, the 
performance and the characters played by these folklóricas—
these ‘white gypsies’—in their most representative films allows 
us to approach issues not very usual in the study of Spanish 
cinema: from the stardom as a narrative of social uplift to the 
way in which Spanish stars and popular cinema helped to shape 
a modern national identity and to channel anxieties related to 
racial conflicts. 
The following interview with Eva Woods Peiró revolves, in 
large part, around the book that condenses most of her articles 
on these subjects, White Gypsies: Race and Stardom in Spanish 
Musicals, published in 2012 by University of Minnesota Press. 
We talked with her about folklóricas, stardom, race and also 
about the use of extrafilmic material, especially film magazines, 
to know in depth the film culture of any period. 
The first thing that is surprising about your book, White 
Gypsies: Race and Stardom in Spanish Musicals, is the focus 
on race, something unusual in the academic production 
about Spanish film history (at least in Spain). Your vision of 
race and the racialized subject comprises not only ‘Gypsy’ 
characters but also characters from African-Caribbean 
ancestors, as is the case of Peter Wald in El negro que tenía 
el alma blanca (Benito Perojo, 1927). When and how did 
you become interested in the race approach to Spanish film 
history?
That is the thematic anchor for the book and essentially its 
reason for being. When I first started this project, in the mid-
to late 90s, with the exception of some references in Román 
Gubern and Agustín Sánchez Vidal work, there were only 
short plot descriptions of Andalusian folklórica films. And 
certainly nothing existed that explained the phenomenon 
or the popularity of white Spanish women like Imperio 
Argentina or Juanita Reina who acted in ‘Gypsy face’ in films 
as successful as Morena clara (Florián Rey, 1936) or Canelita 
en rama (Eduardo García Maroto, 1943).
Some years ago, along with another colleagues I started a 
project of Oral History of the Spanish Cinema2 of the 40s 
and 50s. When, during the interviews, I asked participants—
male and female cinema spectators of that age—about this 
particular issue, they also couldn’t explain it, and it’s possible 
they didn’t understand why the question was important. It 
was a contradiction for sure, but one which neither spectators 
nor historians seemed to think needed resolution. From 
my point of view, it was a contradiction that Spanish white 
actresses became stars by interpreting, precisely, members 
of an ethnicity as unjustly scorned as the Roma; but also 
that in these films the miscegenation was approached as a 
non-conflicting issue, because many of them finished with 
the marriage between the ‘Gypsy’ woman and a white man, 
usually from an upper class.
A friend and fellow postgraduate student, however, 
encouraged me to get to the bottom of this dilemma, and I owe 
her a debt of gratitude, for this project has formed the basis 
of my academic career. Personally speaking, my intellectual 
training and my personal and professional circumstances, 
meant that scoping Spanish culture through the lens of racial 
politics was unavoidable, and even also urgent. In addition 
to critical race theory, as graduate students we soaked up 
the writings of Hall, Gilroy, Bhabha, Spivak, Davis, West, 
Fanon and the subsequent elaborations of the cultural and 
postcolonial studies ‘turn’ which questioned the narrative 
of modernity from a white, Anglo-European perspective. It 
was only logical that we wanted our scholarship to matter, to 
be politically relevant, and to transform ourselves and our 
students, if possible. Where I teach (Vassar College, NY), we 
have prioritized ethnic-racial diversity—I am surrounded 
by colleagues and friends who are people of color—and my 
son is bi-racial. A neutral position on the issue of race was an 
impossibility. Nor would I want it otherwise. 
On two different occasions during which I presented this book, 
an individual of Roma descent was among those in the audience. 
In both instances the individual was deeply offended by the use 
of the word ‘Gypsy’ even though my talk and slide presentation 
specifically noted the term in quotations. As scholars we need 
to be cognizant that when we look at racialized representations 
we are doing sensitive work, work that has historically had 
real effects on real people. These films, for example, revolved 
directly or indirectly around the figure of the imaginary ‘Gypsy’ 
or ‘gitano.’ This word must necessarily be in quotes as it denotes 
the representation of people of Roma descent, and not in any 
way their actual, real, lived condition.
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Finally, we have seen an important shift take place in the 
analysis and theorization of race and racialization in several 
important texts on cinema and culture (Susan Martín Márquez, 
Jo Labanyi, Lou Charnon Deutsch, Isabel Santaolalla, Daniela 
Flesler, Isolina Ballesteros, Rosi Song, Yeon-Soo Kim, Núria 
Triana Toribio, Rosalía Cornejo-Parriego, Marina López Díaz, 
Mar Binimelis, to name a mere few). I think that what hails us 
now is the turn to texts that have been produced by ‘Others,’ that 
is, those films produced by people of Roma descent, produced 
by migrants themselves, displaced or incarcerated individuals. 
Each chapter of the book is dedicated to the exhaustive analy-
sis of a particular film as well as the folklórica who stars in it: 
from Raquel Meller in La gitana blanca (Ricardo de Baños, 
1923) to Imperio Argentina in Carmen, la de Triana (Florián 
Rey, 1938). The chapter which talks about El negro que tenía 
el alma blanca works as an excellent transition between the 
silent and the sound film periods and is also the only one 
in which the female star (Concha Piquer) is evidently white 
while the male character (Peter Wald) is the racialized sub-
ject. Could you talk about the selection of films and the de-
cision to include the film of Perojo as a transitional work?
El negro que tenía el alma blanca is in many ways transitional. 
It seems to be the Spanish answer to the The Jazz Singer (Alan 
Crosland, 1927), hailed as a foundational sound and race film. 
But also, quite simply, it was a star vehicle for Concha Piquer, a 
quintessential ‘Spanish’ star whom many never knew had been 
involved in such a cosmopolitan, ‘racy’ film. It was produced 
amidst the twenties craze for African American and Afro-
Caribbean sounds and performances. And it comes on the 
heels of the Spanish conflict in North Africa. But it also marks 
the beginning of the ascent of the female singing/performing 
star as the most central component of the Spanish star system. 
Of course we would have male stars—Antonio Moreno, 
Angelillo…—but female stars would predominate. I have 
always regretted the incomplete nature of this book, but I hope 
other scholars will take up the issue of the heteronormative 
bias implicit in the development of the star system as not just 
an issue of placing the symbolic burden upon female stars and 
by extension, Women, but the disciplinary nature of the star 
system, and the far-reaching mechanisms by which it oriented 
understandings of gender and race away from intersectionality. 
And, concurrently, how intersectional performances 
nevertheless survived and became archived, and whether these 
latter either played into normative, nationalist discourses and 
will to power or whether they subverted them (along the lines 
of Hiram Pérez in A Taste for Brown Bodies: Gay Modernity and 
Cosmopolitan Desire (2015).
 
In terms of selection of texts, one of the main issues is the 
amount of available films. As for films of the twenties, the 
extant archive is in crisis and deteriorating nowadays. I watched 
everything I could get my hands on and scoured it for racial or 
racialized content. Despite the few available films, the ones I 
saw were so significant to understanding how folkloric films 
developed that I couldn’t avoid them. In the end, the whole first 
half of the book is about this silent period. 
Another issue that convinced me to expand analysis on the 
twenties was that so much attention has been paid to vanguard 
films and art of the twenties—who hasn’t heard of Buñuel?—
but until recently, few scholars were looking at popular films 
that nevertheless incorporated vanguard, experimental, or 
quite simply sophisticated and magisterial cinematography or 
riveting thematic content. Across the board, in the twenties 
they were pushing the envelope—El negro que tenía el alma 
blanca, La condesa María (Benito Perojo, 1928), Malvaloca 
(Benito Perojo, 1926), La Venenosa (Roger Lion, 1928), La 
gitana blanca or La aldea maldita (Florián Rey, 1930), which 
I don’t analyze but highly recommend. Of course, troubling 
racialized representations or premises there were. And we have 
to understand that alongside their value; just as we have to 
probe deeper into the deplorably sexist and racist material of 
some of the more well-known vanguard filmmakers, and not 
excuse it as a product of the era, but confront them to better 
understand the continuities between thinking and representing 
the world then versus now.
The number of films rises in the 30s, and in the 40s and 50s, the 
amount of folkloric films were simply overwhelming. So at the 
risk of disappointing many who rightly wanted more analysis 
of Lola Flores, Carmen Amaya or others, again, I chose specific 
texts that allowed me to pursue topics such as the question 
of discipline or nostalgia. Fortunately other scholars, such as 
Marina Díaz López, have since produced excellent readings 
that compare and contrast folklóricas such as Lola Flores and 
Carmen Amaya. 
Finally, in terms of selection, I had considered the possibility of 
organizing the book according to the ‘Carmen’ angle. But that 
didn’t explain the way in which the folkloric musical comedy 
film was a hybrid product that merged the Carmen narrative 
with the other musical performance and theatrical traditions 
such as the cuplé and its trajectory, or the cosmopolitan 
aspirations of Spanish filmmakers and audiences (nurtured 
by the booming cinema/fan magazine industry). Moreover, 
framing the book around the Carmen narrative simply 
replicated the problem of representation. I wanted to show how 
even issues that seemed remote from folklórica films—African-
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Caribbean performance or the Spanish colonial wars in North 
Africa—were haunting these films and the conditions in which 
spectators consumed them. 
One of the main thesis of the book is how Spanish folkloric 
musical helped to build a modern national identity 
apparently free of racial problems through their female 
stars: these ‘Gypsy-faced’ but White-skinned folklóricas. 
Or, in other words, White female stars performing ‘Gypsy’ 
characters happily assimilated by hegemonic culture. But, 
at the same time, these films, using your own words, ‘map 
the national community along racial criteria.’ Does this 
mean that, on one hand, they seem to reinforce the idea of 
a modern, capitalist and unproblematic and non-racialized 
nation but, on the other hand, this modern idea of nation is 
profoundly based on racial segregation and in the superiority 
of white race over other races?
Yes, that’s well put. In the popular films I look at racialized 
representations were certainly more varied before 1936: we have 
different types of race, almost a condoned consumerism of race, 
allusions to if not outright affirmation of mixing as culturally 
affirmative, bold displays of difference are treated as titillating 
and the exotic is sexy, albeit most often kept at a safe distance. 
Yet race before 1936 was still a troubled and troubling issue, the 
assumption being that in capitalist modernity, the backdrop of 
much popular film in the 20s and 30s, racial subjects ultimately 
can’t compete with white subjects. For example, the ending 
of María de la O (Francisco Elías, 1936) harbors reactionary 
residues in contrast to the rest of the film that is in many ways 
progressive, critical, and modernist. But the re-establishment 
of the social order, in this case through marriage, signals the 
end of María’s career as a dancer, and her acquiescence to 
traditional gender roles. It’s also a classic romance ending in 
which the woman is ‘saved’ by the intervention of men of her 
own race offering her marriage, which symbolized protection 
but also oppression and safeguarding against miscegenation.
Another point to be made in terms of films that seemingly 
condone racial mixing is how they imply that a woman of 
Roma descent would be better off with a non-Roma male. 
In a later film, Los Tarantos (Francisco Rovira-Beleta, 1963), 
with Carmen Amaya, we see her scripted through her abusive 
and torturous relationship with Antonio (a ‘gitano’), which 
reinforces an oppressive honor code that blames Roma women 
for their oppression, and in the process, further stigmatizes the 
Roma community at large. Yet this situation is not specific to 
the Roma community but is rather pervasive in Spanish [and 
Western capitalist] society historically and at large, inscribed 
into law, and affecting all women, regardless of race. That the 
‘Gitano’ community is blamed as holding primitive attitudes 
toward their women is hypocrisy of the highest order. This is 
what Slavoj Žižek warns us of: blaming the racialized other 
is a form of denial, a fantasy. The nation, Spain, not just the 
Roma community, is tied down by these ideologies of honor 
and subjugation of women. But the critique is diverted onto the 
racial scapegoat. 
In the texts produced after Spanish Civil War, as in Morena 
Clara from ’54, with Lola Flores, and directed by Luis Lucía, 
this ambiguity about miscegenation can still exist, but because 
leakage due to repression and the romantic moments can veer 
on the overtly comic. What I needed resolving was how the first 
issue of ambiguous content, existed simultaneously with second 
issue of a troubling racialization, that continually vexed any 
clean analysis of these films and their context of spectatorship. 
By which I mean, we may find narratives of uplift in the 
aspirations to stardom or a better life through marriage and 
assimilation told by some of these films (Mariquilla Terremoto 
[Benito Perojo, 1940], Morena Clara), but their management of 
race, and the memory or allusion to racial/racialized subjects, 
persisted in a troubling relationship to their framework of 
hope. What I concluded was that such filmic narratives were 
of course always produced on the assumption that only certain 
subjects were of value or worth. As with many analyses that we 
scholars of cinema culture develop, the texts lead us to deeper 
sociological and philosophical questions. 
 
We can find narratives of social uplift linked to stardom 
in many of the films you analyze in your book. The success 
of the folklórica is, moreover, almost always linked to a 
process—inside the film, as a character, but also outside the 
film, as a star—of ‘whitening’ or ‘assimilation’ to the modern, 
capitalist order. Or, in your own words: ‘the folklórica 
performed whiteness, showing filmgoers how to be white.’ 
This is obvious in the cases of Imperio Argentina, Concha 
Piquer or Carmen Sevilla… but what does happen with true 
‘Gypsy’ stars as Carmen Amaya and Lola Flores, with their 
characteristic facial traits and darker skin? Do you see any 
difference between them and the white folklóricas?
Certainly, yes. In terms of Amaya, as many have noted, she 
was different, anomalous, not like the other folklóricas. In fact, 
many of the people that we interviewed for our Oral History 
project would have never associated her as a folklórica mainly 
because of her race. Amaya didn’t have to perform ‘Gypsy 
face’ as she was fixed as a ‘gitana.’ White folklóricas put on and 
took off ‘Gypsy face,’ much like the 19th century bohemians 
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who could safely wander in and out of the barrios bajos. This 
was one reason I didn’t include a discussion of María de la O. 
But there is also the issue of Amaya’s performances in María 
de la O, which were far too sophisticated and ingenious to 
be understood within the formulaic genre of the Andalusian 
folkloric musical She was ahead of her time and too exotic, too 
racial and too racialized. That said, I’m not sure that I would 
qualify her role as that of an agent in charge of her artistic 
expression as some have suggested. Her performance, and in 
particular, the reception of her performance, was mediated by 
the rules, history, and lenses of flamenco style. The image of her 
dancing does honor to the real community of Roma people, but 
it is embedded within a text that does violence to them. This is 
the first acknowledgement that must be made when working 
on representational content of this sort. 
Just to give a sense of the power of this ‘Gypsy face’ on the 
concept of belonging: I recently came across an article in 
Popular Film published in the 30s on Dolores del Río and her 
visit to Spain. The entire article is about how she raves about 
how wishes she could be a ‘gitana.’ This is remarkable as she 
is clearly positioning herself as a white Mexican, which also 
complicates readings of her star image. 
 
One of the chapters of your book is about Raquel Meller, 
the ‘first Spanish cinema star construct.’ I think the most 
interesting thing about her is, as you say, this ‘blending of 
female purity and whiteness with the vamp and the Nueva 
Mujer Moderna,’ which made her, as a star text, unknowable 
and difficult to define. Meller is unique, you don’t find this mix 
in posterior folklóricas who follow her path as Concha Piquer 
or Imperio Argentina. Is it possible to see Meller as a more 
transgressive, menacing star than posterior folklóricas were?
Absolutely. And I hope others will do more work on her! There 
is so much material on stars like her in cinema magazines that 
is virtually untouched. Someone needs to tap into this vein of 
research… I would also add that there is a lot of information 
about Meller in various cinematographic contexts given that 
the height of her career was during the height of film magazine 
production in Spain (mid-twenties to mid-thirties) so that she 
was consumed in ways much more varied and in a way, un-
controlled, compared with the career of stars after 39 when 
film and film magazine discourse was under a wholly different 
regime of censorship. Meller, for example, was much closer 
to an exotic eroticism in many of her films, than later white 
folklóricas would ever be or would ever be allowed to be. But 
again, as I mention in the last question, Meller could still 
saunter in and out of roles. Whereas film agents, directors, and 
producers, audiences etc. prevented Amaya and Flores from 
acquiring roles outside of the domain of the racial stereotype. 
 
In my opinion, your use of extrafilmic material (newspapers, 
magazines, publicity stills) and transversal knowledge of 
Spanish popular culture and history is absolutely fantastic. It’s 
vital to know about the origins, importance and social (and 
sexual) implications of cuplé to talk about Raquel Meller as a 
star text; or to know about the Spain of the 20’s as a precocious 
consumerist era (and Meller as one of these ‘consume goods’). 
Could you explain the importance you give to the extrafilmic 
material and the knowledge of Spanish popular culture of the 
time—beyond the movies: fashion, music, popular theatre 
and literature—for the analysis of a star?
It’s essential to look at the cinema culture of that period, and not 
just the films. Actually for any period it’s true. Films are media 
products that exist in a complex multi-media network that we 
can call cinema culture. More importantly, though, producers, 
filmmakers, and actors/stars, were consuming culture, watching 
other films, reading film magazines, the press and sometimes 
novels and closely observing audiences, (and this list could 
go on). And these different media forms circulated amongst 
historical, political, sociological events and discourses. Movies 
were thus inevitably products of that conversation between 
these different cultural interfaces. How can we avoid analyzing 
these other factors in our search to understand our relationship 
with cinema? For it’s not cinema on it’s own that we are trying 
to understand, but our relationship with it, what it does to us, 
how it makes us feel, how it transforms us.
The most important cultural interface of the 20th century, as 
many theorists have pointed out, was cinema. What do we 
do, however, when so much of our cinema patrimony has 
been lost or disappeared? I would argue that a major phase 
of cinema research of the 1910s-30s should be on cinema 
magazines. Film magazines are a goldmine of information, 
images and discourses (very contradictory, extremely 
entertaining and problematic! And fabulously sophisticated 
at times…) and until we do them justice in our analyses of 
film culture of this period, we simply can’t understand the 
film culture of this time in all its complexity. Finally, Spain in 
the mid-twenties to mid thirties was experiencing a veritable 
golden age of film magazines—upwards of 58 different film 
magazines existed when nationalists started shutting down 
presses or when presses were simply abandoned due to the 
conflict (see Aitor Hernández Eguiluz). Film magazines were 
like instruction manuals for understanding how stardom was 
produced, and how spectators should consume and integrate 
it into their daily life. 
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